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Instructional Period 6411

Title: War Termination, Post-War Institutions, and the Origins of the Cold War
Themes:

1. Influence of politics across the full spectrum of warfare 

2. Challenges of converting military victory into political success

2. Impact of technology on strategy and doctrine
Introduction: The victors of World War II foresaw that differences in national objectives, policies, and even ideology would continue into the post-war world. They also knew that additional problems would challenge the international order. The US and its allies hoped to keep these differences to a manageable level through the newly formed United Nations. While much progress was made on some fronts, it soon became clear that there was a growing discord between the US and the USSR, and more broadly, between democracy and capitalism on the one hand and Soviet-led communism on the other. Much of the thinking was black and white. The United States stood for the morally good, while Stalin and the USSR’s leadership was evil and bent on world domination. Recent scholarship based on Soviet archives demonstrates Stalin’s fears about internal dissent, his poor management style, and his own paranoia about the West and its intentions. Stalin had some reason to be concerned, as he was very sensitive to the allies’ debate during the war on just how to contend with or influence Moscow. From late 1945 on, the events of the failed foreign ministers conferences, political takeovers in central Europe, the Berlin blockade, and the Greek civil war made it clear to the West that any hope for reasoning with Moscow was largely an illusion. A more focused, forthright, and proactive set of policy responses was required. In short, the US had to develop a strategy for the conduct of what had come to be known as the “Cold War.” This difficult task was a novel undertaking for the US, whose newfound global leadership role remained controversial. 

Just how the US should go about constructing a security architecture without itself becoming a garrison state in order to stop the spread of Communism were major questions to be answered. The preservation of a free and independent western Europe, support for a beleaguered Berlin, and the creation of a whole range of institutional arrangements of a regional nature—economic, political, and military—became parts of the American response to what it saw as Soviet intransigence. The United States and its western European allies set about to “contain” the spread of communism generally and the Soviet domination in particular. The Soviets, for their part, saw such actions as confirming their assessment of the desire for global domination on the part of the Americans, and thus emerged the 45-year struggle of the Cold War. Investigating its origins and the ideology that supported it may provide insight for the post-Cold War era we are now in as well as make manifest the assumptions in US policy during the Cold War.

Lesson Objective: Assess the intentions and outcomes of decisions taken to shape the post-World War II security arena. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 2b, 3a, 3c, 6a. SAE: 2, 6. DC: 1. 

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1. Analyze the sources of tension between the US and the USSR and the decisions and events that led to the institutionalization of the Cold War.

2. Demonstrate your understanding of the issues facing Josef Stalin in the aftermath of the war. 

3. Discuss the role that cultural ideology played in shaping the United States’ thinking toward the Soviet Union.

4. Assess the origins and assumptions of NSC-68.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. What was “containment” and what were the assumptions upon which it was based?

2. How did “containment” evolve?

3. Did Stalin’s policies bring about the very consequences he feared most? 

4. What, if any, were the alternatives to the institutionalization of alliance structures which came to characterize the Cold War?

5. How did Nitze’s concept of containment differ from Kennan’s?

6. Did NSC-68 provide a grand strategy for the Cold War? What role did ideology play in its creation? 

Assigned Readings:

1. Ikenberry, G. John, After Victory, pp. 163–214. (Separate Issue)

2. Raack, R. C., “Stalin Plans His Post-War Germany,” Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 28, No. 1, January 1993, pp. 53–73.

3. May, Ernest R., “Introduction: NSC-68: The Theory and Politics of Strategy,” American Cold War Strategy: Interpreting NSC-68, 1993, pp. 1–19.

4. Grandstaff, Mark R., “Soviet Intentions According to NSC 68,” pp. 1–2.

Suggested Readings:

“NSC-68: A Report to the National Security Council,” American Cold War Strategy: Interpreting NSC-68, 1993, pp. 23–82.

Brands, H. W., The Devil We Knew: Americans and the Cold War.

Gaddis, John Lewis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American National Security Policy.

Rosenberg, Emily S., “U.S. Cultural History,” American Cold War Strategy: Interpreting NSC-68, 1993, pp. 160–161.

Leffler, Melvin, Preponderance of Power: National Security, the Truman Administration, and the Cold War.
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